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Abstract
Throughout more than forty years of teaching we have interviewed students on what they believe are the best qualities that
teachers should possess. Students have consistently given us four categories for teacher ‘greatness’. They have told us in
different ways that they see the following in their great teachers: 1. Strong knowledge of their curriculum, 2. A strong
repertoire of pedagogical skills, 3. Care about and for their students both academically and personally, 4. All students in their
classes learn. We have come to realize that great teachers attend to the academic and pedagogical understanding as well as the
emotional and physical well being of their students. We understand that emotional well being and the feeling that people care
about each other is an integral part of student learning (Caine, Caine, McClintic, Klimek, 2011; Sousa, 2011). This article
establishes a way for teachers to begin to think about relationships in their personal and professional lives. Based on the work
of William Glasser (2006) we will discuss realistic ways to develop positive and effective relationships – first with ourselves,
second in our personal relationships and then in our professional relationships with our students and colleagues. We believe
these ideas support the psychological and sociological research presented above and if we can develop ways to integrate
systems to create and maintain positive relationships, not only will school be a more pleasant place to be but teachers and
students will become more effective in their work individually and collectively. If we can learn how to develop and maintain
our relationships using caring habits in relationships and eliminating the deadly habits (Glasser in Fitzgerald, 2003), then we
will be able to cultivate a school climate that promotes learning and those GRIT skills (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews &
Kelly, 2007) and other 21st century skills (Framework for 21st Century Learning, 2011) that research indicates will help our
students to be successful.
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1. Rationale
In order to prepare our students for the 21st century we have to go beyond the basics both in terms of academic
ability and social abilities. If we are going to meet the needs of the future, then students will have to learn how to
work with people from diverse backgrounds and beliefs. We do not seem to have progressed in terms of positive
social interactions if we take into account the number of places throughout the world where people live in fear for
their lives. When we talk about cooperative learning (Fitzgerald, 2003; Johnson, Johnson & Holubec, 2008) and
other collaborative skills (Framework for 21st Century Learning, 2011) we can no longer consider these complex
concepts to be soft skills. If we are serious about moving our students into the future, namely prepare them to live
positively and successfully then we have to be more serious about how we treat each other in schools and how we
model and teach our students to interact with their world.
2. Theoretical foundation and related literature
When we work in public schools we quickly learn that there is more to teaching and learning than just the
curriculum. The climate of our classrooms and schools are important for learning (Gordon & Preble, 2011). The
kinds of emotions that are connected to school activities make a big difference, either positively or negatively, in
how much students learn, how hard they work and how much information they retain (Sousa, 2011). Brain
research now shows how students develop networks within their brains as they work together with their
colleagues in positive and supportive ways (Sousa, 2011). Students who work together in a positively supportive
and interdependent way learn more and remember what they learn longer (Johnson, Johnson & Holubec, 2008).
Students learn important information and skills during their social interactions and from their colleagues in their
work conversations and side conversations (Vygotsky, 1978). Additionally, current evidence suggests that
success in college and beyond depends at least as much on perseverance skills (GRIT) as it does on academic
knowledge and skills (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews & Kelly, 2007). Relationships in school, students to
students, students to adults, and adults to adults, set the tone of the school. How we treat each other in schools
sets the tone for the school and that tone influences student and teacher effectiveness (Gordon & Preble, 2012).
We can create and maintain positive relationships in school or we can develop and maintain negative ones
(Fitzgerald, 2003). Glasser (2006) maintains that most problems inside and outside the school revolve around
negative relationship issues. He believes that if we create schools built on positive relationships then our students
will want to do what we ask of them because they will know that we are really working in their best interest and
not for our own agendas.
3. The Student Perspective
During my career I have asked hundreds of students to tell me about their best teachers. In reviewing their
answers over the years I began to see that there were four ideas that most of the students related to me in different
ways. So I began to probe more into their responses. Almost every student agrees with these four ingredients to
great teaching.
Firstly, students agree that their best teachers care about them both as people and as students. A typical
response is, “She cared about us as people just as much as she cared about us as students.” It has been interesting
for me to see how often these two elements go together in the minds of students. Students want to be cared for
and about and they want to learn. Students want their teachers to generally care about all of their students. When
students describe teachers who are not great teachers I often hear a response like the following, “He was not a
great teacher because he played favorites.” Even the students who were teacher favourites often told me that they
did not respect the fact that the teacher had favorites.
Secondly, students talk about their best teachers as knowing their content. I met a former student recently on a
bus on my way to Logan Airport in Boston. Naturally, I asked him about the best teacher he had in high school.
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Without hesitation he named the teacher and stated, “He really knows and loves Spanish. His knowledge and
love of the language inspired me to take more classes in college.” Year after year students tell me how important
it is for great teachers to know what they are teaching. My daughter, who is a language oriented young lady, told
me that two of her best teachers were math teachers. What made them great teachers in her eyes was the fact that
they both, “… could teach me math in different ways.” In other words, they knew math so well that they had a
variety of approaches to use with her when she did not understand something.
Thirdly, students have told me over the years that their best teachers understand how to teach. As one student
said, “Every day I would go to class eager to see what she was going to have us do next because it seemed like
every day was a new adventure.” Most students talk about how their teachers engage their students in meaningful
and interesting learning activities. One student put it in this way, “Mr. B. is a great person and I knew that I could
go to him to help me with any problem, but he really did not have very many engaging teaching techniques.” She
told me that this teacher was a great advisor but not a great teacher. Students want their teachers to know how to
teach so that all of the students in the class can learn. Students continually relate to me that they do not want their
time wasted either by other students or by the teacher. They want their teachers to engage every student so that
the class becomes a place in which every student knows that she/he can learn. They argue that teachers who
understand how to teach “have enough tricks in their bags” to keep all of the students in class appropriately
engaged.
Fourthly, when students talk about great teachers, they convey to me in some way that the great teachers make
sure their students learn. Every type of student in school wants to learn. In forty years of working in education
whenever I ask a student if she/he wants to learn, the answer is always, “Of course I want to learn.” Sometimes
they struggle with the drama of life but they all want to learn. As one student told me, “Every morning I wake up
and think this is the day.” When I asked her what she meant she said, “This is the day that I will become a normal
student.” Great teachers, in the eyes of students, make sure that it is normal for every student to learn. The top
academic students want to be challenged and learn more. Those that struggle the most in school also want to
learn. Every student wants to be challenged appropriately so that he or she can learn the relevant material.
Another aspect of making sure that students learn is the class and school environment. Great teachers in the eyes
of students work hard to make the class a safe haven. One student put it this way, “In Mrs. D’s class everyone is a
student. You just work and study and take care of business.” Students tell me that they want to feel safe
emotionally, academically, and physically. They tell me that their great teachers are observant and know what
their students are doing. In other words great teachers notice “everything” like “they have eyes in the back of
their heads.” So, great teachers set up the environment that helps students find a state of “relaxed alertness”
(Caine, Caine, McClintic & Klimek, 2011), the state where students are challenged appropriately in caring and
safe environments.
4. It is about Relationships
Student descriptions of great teachers, to a great extent revolve around relationships. They talk about
relationships with their teachers and relationships with their colleagues. Integral to the development of any
relation is trust (Glasser, 2006). When students describe their teachers as people who care about their students
academically and personally, what they are really saying is that they can trust their teachers to provide them with
a safe and supportive environment. If students cannot trust either a teacher or some of their peers then learning
becomes more difficult. In such classes neither teachers nor students are willing to take risks. If no risks are taken
then much less learning occurs. For example, if a student is afraid to be ridiculed, either by a teacher or another
student, for answering a question incorrectly, then the student will not take an academic risk in front of the class.
It seems that if more teachers could build the positive and supportive classrooms described by students, then
students would be able to learn anything we ask them to learn. If students trust their teachers and peers, and, if
they feel supported by teachers and peers academically and personally then they will be more willing to
cooperate, take risks, try new things, and work harder because they feel an obligation to not let anyone down.
The result of such a classroom would mean more students learning more.
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William Glasser (2006) developed a list of seven deadly and seven caring habits. There are no secrets on this
list. Most people would agree that the deadly habits make relationships weaker and the caring habits make
relationships stronger. Let’s take a few minutes to do a simple exercise to show how this works in the real world.
I would ask that you think of two teachers you have had in your career as a student. Make the first teacher be
one of the teachers that you thought was not a very helpful or effective teacher. Make the second teacher be one
who was very successful at being a helpful teacher. Then think about the first teacher. Develop a list of the
qualities or actions that the teacher used to make her/him unsuccessful as a teacher. My person was a teacher who
told me one day, “Carl you’re a good kid but you are never going to go to college. So, don’t set yourself up for
failure and do something else.” It was obvious that this teacher did not believe in me or my ability to succeed. He
lowered his expectations of me and he wanted me to do the same for myself. What about your teacher – what
kinds of qualities or actions did your teacher use? (Take a few minutes to actually create your list and maybe
have a friend do the same).
Now, think about the successful teacher. What kinds of qualities or actions did this person use with you? My
person here was the complete opposite of my first teacher. He truly believed in me and he was constantly telling
me to work hard and to never expect less than the best in whatever I did. When I was a senior this teacher made
sure that I applied to some great colleges. He refused to let me doubt my potential. What about your person or
your teacher? What is your story and the effect she/he had on you and your life?
My guess is that you can easily connect the first person with the following deadly habits (Glasser, 2006):
criticizing, complaining, blaming, nagging, threatening, punishing, and bribing. If we want to create weak and
negative or dysfunctional relationships (not just in school but anywhere) then we have a great list of habits to use
with people. As teachers if we criticize, blame, threaten, nag, punish, and bribe our students, I can pretty much
guarantee you that they will not be very engaged and they will learn in spite of us instead of with or because of
us.
If, on the other hand, we use the following caring habits (Glasser, 2006) then we will create and maintain
positive and strong relationships: listening, supporting, encouraging, respecting, trusting, accepting, and
negotiating differences. My guess is that your positive person/teacher displayed more than one caring habit with
you and had a very positive effect on your life. If we want to create and maintain great relationships then we have
a great list to help us accomplish this.
Another aspect of this notion is the concept of being. By that I mean that we as teachers have to be and to live
the caring habits as much as possible. We have to try to be caring, trusting, open, encouraging, and respectful.
We have to model the way for our students (Kouzes & Posner, 2007). If we experience this ourselves, if we are
that way with ourselves, our colleagues and our students then we set the tone for our students as well. The second
part of living these positive habits is to teach them to our students.
If we want our students to use the caring habits with us and with each other then we should do what teachers do
– teach our students these habits, give them time to practice and receive feedback, and then to practice more
(Sousa, 2011). If we help our students strive to be positive, strong, and helpful people they are more likely to get
there, to achieve this than if we leave it to chance.
This all sounds great and some people say that it is common sense. The problem of course is that if we look
around the world we see a great many instances of the use of the deadly habits. It is easy to be supportive and
positive when things are going well. The trick is to be that way when things are not going the way we want them
to go. How are we supportive and positive when students are being negative, disruptive or disrespectful? How are
we supposed to believe in students who refuse to do their work or behave in outrageous ways? How do we
discipline students with negative consequences and still be positive and encouraging. I want to suggest that we
can and should use the caring habits even in these circumstances. It is not going to be easy but I believe we are
stronger, more stubborn and more experienced than our students, and we can take the higher road with and for
our students. As a principal, for example, I had to suspend students from school when they hurt other people or
behaved in negative ways. I tried hard to enforce the school policies from the perspective that I disliked the
action but not the person. And I tried to let students know that I was trying to help them learn how to behave in a
society in which people have to depend on each other. When students returned from the suspension I would try to
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find the student and welcome her/him back to school and offer my assistance in making their school experiences
helpful and positive. I slip sometimes but I try hard to be the person I am supposed to be and I am not afraid to
apologize when I am not.
5. Conclusions
Let me conclude this article with a suggestion to help you use these ideas in the right away. Think about a
person in your life that you love and with whom you have used or are using one of the deadly habits – maybe a
brother, sister, friend, or a parent. Think about the habit you have been using with this person and make a
promise to yourself to do better. Be specific with what you want to do differently. Then this evening call that
person and say something like, “I am calling because I was thinking about you today and I wanted to let you
know that I love you. I know that I do not always show it but I want you to know that I do love you.” Then say
good bye and hang up. My guess is you will get a call back but even if the person does not call back you will
have put some positive feelings into that person’s heart. And, just as importantly, you will put some joy into your
own heart. I think that this is what they call a win-win situation. In case nobody has told you this before, thank
you for what you do. You make a difference in the lives of children every day. What you do is critical to the
future success our nation and the world.
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